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a much debated text in byzantine art historical studies has been the so-called 
Description of the church of the Holy Apostles at Constantinople, a speech 
composed around the years of the fourth crusade by a learned figure flour-
ishing in the late-comnenian era, Nikolaos Mesarites (1160 c.?-post 1216).1 
among other things, this work represents a sophisticated display of rhetori-
cal techniques of visualization (ἔκφρασις, διατύπωσις), and this is the rea-
son why it has nurtured scholarly imagination for over a century, inspiring 
reconstructions of the lost constantinopolitan monument, resounding with 
the beauties of its rhythmic prose.2 for the purpose of this contribution, the 
* This article is a thoroughly revised version of a section of my doctoral dissertation. i am 
most thankful to prof. Marina loukaki, who generously provided thoughtful suggestions 
and essential feedback on a first draft of this article. My gratitude goes also to prof. ioannis 
vassis for bibliographical advice on specific themes touched upon in it and to rebecca
Darley, who took upon herself to improve my english. The research has been supported 
by the alexander von humboldt foundation. translations are my own unless otherwise 
noted.
1 The text, handed down to us in an incomplete form, has taken significant part in the 
discussions over the architectural and decorative forms of the lost constantinopolitan 
church: crit. ed. a. heisenberg, Grabeskirche und apostelkirche, zwei basiliken kon-
stantins, ii. Die apostelkirche in konstantinopel. leipzig 1908, 10-96 (thereafter Mes., 
Descr.); engl. tr. G. Downey, Nikolaos Mesarites, Description of the church of the holy 
apostles at constantinople. Transactions of the American Philosophical Society n.s. 47.6 
(1957) 855-924, esp. 861-918 (thereafter Downey). further bibliographic references on 
the author and the text object of this contribution are to be found in b. Daskas, a liter-
ary self-portrait of Nikolaos Mesarites. BMGS 40.1 (2016) 151-169. 
2 Noteworthy reconstructions heavily based on Mesarites’ text are those by a. heisenberg 
[(cited n. 1), 140-153, 172-268], and by a.M. friend, G. Downey and p.a. underwood, 
who during the 1940s promoted a systematic study of the constantinopolitan church 
under the aegis of Dumbarton oaks. Their drawings are now published in: The holy 
apostles: visualizing a lost Monument. The underwood drawings from the image 
Parekbolai 6 (2016) 79-102 http://ejournals.lib.auth.gr/parekbolai
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reliability of Mesarites’ architectural and artistic account of the church of the 
holy apostles is less important than other elements of the text. indeed, the 
following pages are rather concerned with questions regarding its genre and 
the context of its composition.
I. studies dedicated to the Description of the church of the Holy Apostles at 
Constantinople have never considered systematically the genre of its text.3 at-
tempts at its interpretation have concentrated upon its visual rhetoric, adopt-
ing ‘ekphrasis’, either in the meaning of ‘kunstbeschreibung’ or technique of 
the discourse with specific effects onto its audience, as their preferred interpre-
tive canon. even if it is true that a major constituent of its fabric is ekphrasis,4 
this specific and yet limited standpoint has so far prevented scholars from 
illuminating this work in full.
with a closer look, the Description allows us a glimpse into the purpose 
of the author regarding his subject. πρῶτον μὲν οὖν καὶ μέγιστον τῆς ἐκκλη-
σίας ταύτης ἐγκώμιον τὸ τηλικαύτην πεπλουτηκέναι τὴν θέσιν, “the first and 
greatest praise of this church is its being enriched with such a time-honoured 
place”: opening his speech, Mesarites preempts his audience with respect to 
his intent, that is to commend the church of the holy apostles. signal-terms 
like ‘ἐπαινούμενος’ applied to the subject appear throughout the text, plac-
ing the discourse into the technical category of encomium.5 The undisputed 
authority on the matter is the third-century rhetor Menander, who in his 
treatises dedicated to epideictic speeches sets the topoi of this genre and iden-
tifies conventional models to imitate.6 among the principal objects of praise 
indicated appear men, Gods, animals, plants, cities, things and, along with 
them, abstractions (ἄψυχα). in later authors and commentators we find a 
further division of abstractions into ‘corporeals’ (ἐνσώματα), like a stone or a 
collections and fieldwork archives, with essays by b. Daskas and f. Gargova. 
washington, D.c. 2015.
3 for an introduction to studies on genre in byzantine literature see p. agapitos, so 
Debate: Genre, structure and poetics in the byzantine vernacular romances of love. SO 
79 (2004) 7-101, 16-17. 
4 as an introduction to ekphrasis see G. ueding (ed.), historisches wörterbuch der 
rhetorik, ii. tübingen 1994, 549-553 s.v. Descriptio (a. w. halsall); Mesarites’ elaborate 
poetics of ekphrasis is analyzed in Daskas (cited n. 1), 162-166.
5 Mes., Descr., [7], 18.17 heisenberg.
6 The two treatises have been edited, with a translation and commentary, by D.a. russell – 
N.G. wilson, Menander rhetor. oxford 1981, and examined by l. pernot, la rhétorique 
de l’éloge dans le monde gréco-romain, i-ii (Collection des Études Augustiniennes. Série 
Antiquité, 137-138). paris 1993.
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shield, and ‘incorporeals’ (ἀσώματα), like rhetoric or philosophy.7 what such 
lists reflect is the versatility of this rhetorical mode within late antique and 
byzantine culture. in order to avoid fragmentation, its structure is essentially 
moulded upon the model-encomium of man, the scheme of which can be 
extended, by way of analogy, to any other objects of praise. at the beginning, 
the speech commends the nobility of birth (εὐγένεια) of the subject; then, it 
passes on to origins (γένεσις), recalling legends and stories connected with 
his coming to life, as well as the omens that announced him. after this, the 
encomium proceeds with the appreciation of the subject’s φύσις, meaning 
any outward attributes or assets that have affected his peculiar nature, be they 
physical or intangible. what follows is the praise of his substance or ‘body’ 
(σῶμα), consisting in the assessment of his beauty (κάλλος), feats (πράξεις) 
and moral virtues (ἀρεταί). to accomplish the sequence, the rhetor should 
recall the circumstances that prompted the subject’s peculiar fate (τύχη), 
and conclude, when applicable, with the epilogue of his existential trajectory 
(τελευτή). briefly, the encomium of man unfolds according to a ‘biographical 
scheme’, which, in the words of l. pernot, “procède de l’extérieur vers le corps, 
puis du corps vers l’âme, tuchē et teleutē constituant une sorte de conclusion”.8
This prototype-scheme would seem ‘literally’ to apply to the subject of 
the Description, as the author himself implies in the following passage, found 
right after his approaching the external features or “applied adornment” of 
the church:9 
Just like when one beholds somebody, whose comeliness is appropriate to men 
and even more so is the harmony pertaining to his moral habitus, [somebody] 
7 Men. rhet., i, 331.18-332.30 russell-wilson; pernot (cited n. 6), i, 132-133. 
8 ibid., 177.
9 Mes., Descr., [7], 18.3-17 heisenberg: ὡς γὰρ εἴ τινα τῶν ἐν ἀνθρώποις κόσμιον μὲν τὸ 
εἶδος, κοσμιώτερον δὲ τὴν περὶ τὸ ἦθος ἐμμέλειαν, καὶ περὶ τὴν ἀναβολὴν εὐπρεπῆ καὶ 
πρὸς τὴν τοῦ σώματος εὐαρμοστίαν τὲ καὶ διάπλασιν εὐφυῆ, καὶ ὡς ἔπος εἰπεῖν, τὰ πάντα 
καλὸν θεάσαιτό τις τῶν μὴ πανούργως βλεπόντων μηδ’ ἐπεντρανιζόντων ὡς ἔτυχε γνοίη 
δὲ τοῦτον, κἀκ συμβόλων τινῶν ἐναργῶν καὶ λόγου πεπαιδευμένου μετέχοντα, ὅσος τὲ 
ὁ κατὰ τὴν προφορὰν καὶ ὅσος ὁ ἐνδιάθετος συνέσεώς τε καὶ ἐμπειρίας καὶ τῆς περὶ τὰ 
πράγ ματα δεξιότητος τῆς κατ’ ἀρετήν τε παιδεύσεως ἐς τὸ ἀκρότατον φθάσαντα, οὐ κατὰ 
μὲν τὸν ἐκτὸς ἄνθρωπον τὸν τοιοῦτον ἀξιάγαστόν τε ἡγήσαιτο καὶ διὰ θαύματος σχοίη 
παρ’ ἑαυτῷ, κατὰ δὲ τὸν ἐντὸς ἀγέραστόν τε καὶ ἀνεπικρότητον παραδράμῃ καὶ καταλίπῃ 
ἀθαύμαστον· μᾶλλον μὲν οὖν καὶ τὸ πλεῖον τοῦ θαύματος τῷ ἐντὸς προσνεμεῖ, οὐ μόνον 
διὰ τὸ ταῖς κατὰ φύσιν ἀσυγκρίτοις ὑπεροχαῖς ὑπερκεῖσθαι τοῦτον τοῦ χείρονος, ἀλλὰ 
καὶ διὰ τὸ τὴν τῶν πλεονεκτημάτων ἢ καὶ κατορθωμάτων προσγενέσθαι κτῆσιν αὐτῷ 
οὐκ ἄπονον οὐδὲ ἄμοχθον, ὅτι τοι καὶ τῆς ἀρετῆς ἱδρῶτα θεὸς προπάροιθεν ἔθηκε. τὸν 
αὐτὸν οἶμαι τρόπον δέον εἶναι μηδὲ τὰ ἔνδον τοῦ νεῶ προτερήματα καταλιπεῖν ἀνεξάγ-
γελτα, ἵνα μὴ τῷ κρείττονι καὶ καιριωτέρῳ τὸν ἐπαινούμενον ζημιώσωμεν. 
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decent in his dressing and naturally fitted to his shape, so to say with everything 
in the right place, by not looking at him anyhow keenly or shrewdly but as if 
he knew him; and [if] from some evident sign and a share in a learned discus-
sion [he knew] how great that somebody is, for the way he talks, how great he 
inwardly is from his certain sagacity and acquaintance with things, and from 
his skillfulness that he has attained the highest level of education in virtue; so 
this one would not hold that man worthy of admiration on account of his outer 
aspect and for such reason get astonished, and he would not pass the man’s inner 
value by, unhonored and unpraised or leave it without admiration; but rather, 
this one will devote the most part of his admiration to the inner man, not only 
because that man, by his natural incomparable prominence, lies above the un-
dermost, but also because his acquisition of superiority more than any success 
has not occurred without toil or trouble, as God, indeed, did put sweat before 
the virtue. so too, i think, it is necessary not to leave unproclaimed the spiritual 
circumstances the church takes advantage of, lest one penalizes the subject of 
our praise (τὸν ἐπαινούμενον) in its mightier and fundamental part. 
Through such direct intervention, the author interrupts the narrative course of 
his speech to explicate the conventions he adopts in commending his subject: 
just as if one were praising a man, so he will treat the church, thus recalling 
the principle of analogic transposition stated in rhetorical handbooks, namely 
that ‘laudantur res similiter atque homines’. This passage suggests to us the logic 
beneath the arrangement of the Description and gives us a hint to interpreting 
its development. it is therefore worth reconsidering its text in the light of the 
above, in order to set the grounds for its reappraisal.
The first surviving lines of Mesarites’ speech approach the high breed or 
εὐγένεια of the church of the holy apostles, by evoking its ties to the founder 
of the βασιλεύουσα τῶν πόλεων, constantine the Great. its γένεσις is retraced 
through the episodes or legends associated with its earliest construction:10
10 Mes., Descr., [1], 10.2-11.4 heisenberg: ἵδρυται μὲν οὖν ὁ ναὸς οὐ κατὰ τὸ μέσον πάν-
τη καὶ οἷον κατ’ ὀμφαλὸν τῆς βασιλευούσης ταύτης τῶν πόλεων. τοῦτο γὰρ ὁ ταύτην 
δομήσας φθάσας ἀφείλετο κἀν τούτῳ τὸν παρ’ αὐτοῦ νεουργηθέντα ναὸν ἐπ’ ὀνόματι 
τοῦ περιβλέπτου μάρτυρος Ἀκακίου ἀνῳκοδόμησεν, ἐν ᾧ λόγος ἐστὶ μέχρι καὶ ἐς ἡμᾶς 
διαβὰς τὰ μὲν πρῶτα παρ’ αὐτῷ κατατεθῆναι τὸ ἀποστολικὸν αὐτοῦ καὶ ὅσιον λείψα-
νον, ἐσύστερον δὲ παρὰ Κωνσταντίου τοῦ καὶ δευτέρου καὶ μέσου τῶν υἱέων αὐτοῦ 
ἐνταῦ θα τε μετακομισθῆναι κἀν τῷ ἐπ’ ὀνόματι αὐτοῦ ἀνεγερθέντι παρὰ τοῦ καὶ τοῦ τον 
ἀποκομίσαντος κατατεθῆναι ναῷ, τὸ χαριέστατον οἶμαι τοῦ τόπου κἀκείνου κατοπτευ-
κό τος ὀλίγοις ὕστερον χρόνοις ὡς καὶ τῆς κλεινῆς Θεοδώρας, καὶ τοῦ μέσου καὶ περὶ 
ὀμφα λὸν τὸ ὑπὲρ τὸ μέσον μικρὸν καὶ περὶ τὴν καρδίαν προκρίναντος. Downey reads 
the temporal syntagm ‘ὀλίγοις ὕστερον χρόνοις’ as implying that, according to Mesarites, 
“constantius built the church of the apostles a few years after he built the burial place 
of constantine” (Downey, 862a, n. 9). 
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The church, indeed, does not rise up altogether in the middle and so to say at 
the navel of this Queen of cities. being the first who arrived here, the founder 
of the city selected [this site] and hither he erected a new creation of his own, 
the shrine dedicated to the illustrious martyr acacius, in which, according to a 
story that has passed all the way down to us, were initially deposed his own ap-
ostolic and holy remains, beside the martyr’s; but afterwards, these were moved 
by constantius, the second and middle of his sons, and deposed thither, in the 
church dedicated to him [i.e. to constantine] by that same who had carried him 
away; [this one, i.e. constantius] i think, some time afterwards acknowledged 
the utmost grace of that place, just as the well-known Theodora did, preferring 
before the middle part around the navel, this site, a little above the middle and 
about the heart. 
some of the anecdotes offered in this passage – constantine’s dedication of a 
shrine to the proto-martyr acacius,11 the mention of Justinian’s wife Theodora 
in connection to the holy apostles12 – are rooted in the patriographic tradi-
tion, and as such they reach back into the timeless mythical past of constan-
tinople and of its monuments.13 This semi-legendary account of the church’s 
11 see e.g. Διήγησις περὶ τῆς Ἁγίας Σοφίας, [1], 74.2-3 ed. t. preger, scriptores originum 
constantinopolitanarum, i. lipsiae 1901. The identification of constantine’s original 
burial in the shrine dedicated to acacius is an elaboration by Mesarites of a different 
circumstance recorded by historical sources: indeed, when the structure in which 
constantine’s remains lay originally threatened to collapse, Macedonius, bishop of 
constantinople, transferred the emperor’s body to the church of acacius (c. 359); this 
action provoked civic opposition, in that the emperor’s body was ultimately taken away 
from the place. as a reaction, constantius had the bishop removed from his office and the 
body of his father returning to its former resting place, presumably a mausoleum: see e.g. 
socr., Hist. Eccl., ii, [38].135-148 SC 493 (based on cr. ed. by G.k. hansen). The diverging 
traditions about the holy apostles’ original foundation (constantine vs. constantius) are 
accurately discussed by G. Downey, The builder of the original church of the apostles 
at constantinople: a contribution to the criticism of the “vita constantini” attributed 
to eusebius. DOP 6 (1951) 53-80. on the church of acacius and its dedication see D. 
woods, The church of “st.” acacius at constantinople. VChr 55 (2001) 201-207.
12 The tradition that Theodora initiated the rebuilding of the church of the holy apostles 
appears in the 10th-century Patria of Constantinople: ps.-cod., Patria, iv, [32], 286.16-
288.3 ed. preger (cited n. 11), ii. lipsiae 1907; the same tradition is also received in 
io. Zon., Epit. Hist., 159.14-160.2 ed. büttner-wobst. The detail is retrieved towards 
the end of the Description: [40], 87.4-7 heisenberg; tr. Downey, Xl.10, 893b. another 
anecdote based on patriographic material is referred to at [39], 84.7-11 (XXXiX.10, 892a-
b): according to it, basil the Macedonian would have removed material from the church 
of the holy apostles to build his own foundation, the Nea Ekklēsia (cf. ps.-cod., Patria, 
iv, [32], 288.13-15 ed. preger 1907).
13 on the Patria, see G. Dagron, constantinople imaginaire: études sur le recueil des patria 
(Bibliothèque Byzantine. Études, 8). paris 1984. The text has been recently translated into 
english by a. berger, accounts of medieval constantinople: the patria (Dumbarton 
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origins is complemented by a reference to the ‘heart’ in antithesis to the ‘navel’ 
apropos its location: however cursory it might be, it is quite probable that this 
hitherto neglected detail not only identifies the place as ‘μεσαίτατος τόπος τῆς 
γῆς’,14 but that it also alludes to the omen related to the earliest beginnings of 
the city, which is to say to the founding of the Megarian colony of byzantium, 
settled onto the shores of the Thracian bosporus, wherein a handful of centu-
ries later the first christian emperor sought to make his capital. according to 
one of the versions of the story reported by the sixth-century mythographer 
hesychius of Miletus, the colony was founded by byzas, leader of the Mega-
rians, as a consequence of a hunting contest, which he was challenged to by 
the Thracian king Medias. upon his victory, coming to the confluence of the 
kydaros and barbyses rivers,15 where there was a sacred space dedicated to the 
nymph semestra, he sacrificed a bull. but while doing so, an eagle snatched 
the heart of the victim from the altar and flew away, perching near the farthest 
point of the headland of the bosphorus. This functioned as a propitiatory sign 
for the founding, on that spot, of his eponymous city, byzantium.16 in the 
context of the passage, the allusion to the ‘heart’ serves to lend the church a 
share in the favourable fate of its location, constantinople. 
yet, the image of the ‘heart’ also marks the transition to the next section 
of the encomium. indeed, thanks to a metaphoric transposition, the church 
of the holy apostles becomes itself the ‘heart’ of the capital and source of 
living sap for its inhabitants:17
The first and greatest praise of this church is that it is rich in possessing such 
a site and that it occupies the place of the heart in relation to the whole body 
of the Queen of cities, from which those who dwell in the city, who are so to 
speak the remainder of the body, draw, as if from a spring and a root, the means 
for true living.
such a rhetorical expedient allows Mesarites to make the object of his praise 
the pivot around which everything revolves, to the point that the city, with all 
its physical and spiritual features, turns into its splendid attribute or ‘φύσις’. 
from this exegetical perspective, what follows in the course of the oration is 
Oaks Medieval Library, 24). cambridge, Mass. – london 2013.
14 cf. e. fenster, laudes constantinopolitanae (Miscellanea Byzantina Monacensia, 9). 
München 1968, 133.
15 respectively the modern-day alibey and kâğıthane rivers, on the european side of turkey.
16 hes., Patr., [11]-[12], 4.18-5.13 preger 1901. on the legend see Dagron (cited n. 13), 
67-68. on the text of hesychius of Miletus or illustris, see a. berger, untersuchungen 
zu den patria konstantinupoleos (Ποικίλα Βυζαντινά, 8). bonn 1988, 38-39.
17 Mes., Descr., [2], 11.5-8 heisenberg; tr. Downey, ii.1, 862a. 
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less an appraisal of the actual “surroundings of the church”18 than a celebra-
tion of the beauties of its urban setting – constantinople, developed according 
to the rhetorical topoi of city encomia, with an extensive use of the ekphrastic 
technique.19 Therefore, in the subsequent lines Mesarites praises the “applied 
adornment” of the holy apostles, by starting with its paradisiac θέσις:20 
a man who stands inside [the church] or even passes by outside and hears the 
song of the priests singing hymns would say truly that the church had been gifted 
with its location not on earth but in heaven, or indeed in that paradise planted 
by God in the east.
The pleasantness of the location conflates with the idea of the church as the 
ultimate sweet retreat from life of the byzantine rulers:21 
This church, or rather a kind of wing of the church, has been to the emperors 
from time immemorial a prized possession, wherefore they chose this place for 
their unbroken sleep and their rest until the time of resurrection, and this was 
considered by them a beloved dwelling, desired and cherished, second only to 
the truly beloved dwellings of the lord of hosts, when their souls had left them 
and had been taken to their everlasting homes.
along with the eternal paradise and a handful of other biblical prototypes, 
the author evokes, in describing the city’s natural landscape, other ideals of 
beauty: the homeric gardens of alcinous and laertes, conspicuous for their 
prolific abundance of tall trees, vineyards and orchards (resp. Od. 7, 112-132 
and 24, 270 ff.), and arabia Felix, wherefrom “airs wondrous sweet blow”, as 
the ancients used to say (herod., Hist., iii, 113). Mesarites’ dense catalogue 
of the city’s amenities, inspired by the authoritative encomium of antioch 
by libanios,22 is meant to fill the eye and appeal to the olfactory sense of the 
audience: the streams of waters, flowing “as though from four heads of riv-
ers” (Gn. 2, 10); the soil, fertile and productive, “equally good for sowing and 
18 ibid., iii, 862b.
19 on city encomia and their usual topoi see h. saradi, idyllic nature and urban setting: 
an ideological theme with artistic style or playful self-indulgence, in p. odorico – c. 
Messis (eds.), villes de toute beauté: l’ ekphrasis des cités dans les littératures byzantine 
et byzantino-slaves. actes du colloque international (prague, 25-26 novembre 2011) 
(Dossiers Byzantins, 12). paris 2012, 9-36. 
20 Mes., Descr., [3], 12.9-13 heisenberg; tr. Downey, iii.2, 863a. 
21 Descr., [3], 12.3-7; tr. Downey, iii.2, 862b-863a. 
22 for textual parallels see Downey, nt. 1 (iii), 862b. Mesarites’ reception of ancient models 
has been recently discussed by i. Giarenis, Προσλήψεις της Αρχαιότητας στο έργο του 
Νικολάου Μεσαρίτη, in: G. Xanthaki-karamanou (Γ. Ξανθάκη-Καραμάνου) (ed.), Η 
πρόσληψη της αρχαιότητας στο Βυζάντιο, κυρίως κατά τους Παλαιολόγειους χρό νους. 
Πρακτικά Διεθνούς Συνεδρίου, Σπάρτη 3-5 Νοεμβρίου 2012. athens 2014, 77-103.
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for growing”, with trees bearing fruits of all sorts; the fragrant bounty of its 
flowery land, studded with “balsam and lilies, fresh clover and hyacinth, the 
rose and the oleander and everything of sweet aroma”; the gardens, aqueducts, 
springs, dwellings hidden in trees, choruses of musical birds, moderate breeze; 
the placid sea and wide countryside; the summer and winter baths, and their 
usefulness in healing bodily diseases.23 one might also be tempted to consider 
some of the “sweet sights” described as fulfilling a specific semiotic function, 
like the vines and the wheat, widely exploited eucharistic symbols. in the 
case of the wheat, the author offers a literary variation on the theme of the 
‘parable of the tares (ζιζάνια)’ (Mt. 13, 24-30), adapted to praise the capacity 
of that land to ward off any ‘evil’ threats:24 
people from whom this church is far distant can see from afar the wheat being 
brought in; for those who live near it, the wheat alone which grows in the land 
about their houses is sufficient for their nourishment, and they need have no 
care for invasions of barbarians, for the mighty waves of the sea, for the dangers 
from pirates, for the laborious drawing up of ships on the shore, for the trouble-
some handling of the grain by shippers, or for any of the other things which the 
mischievous minds of sailors can devise. but the grain is laid away unsoiled in 
the store-houses, free from dust and chaff (cf. Mt. 3, 12), with no moisture or 
husks or rice-wheat, and the wheat is all wheat.
following the praise of the holy apostles’ urban setting as an authentic locus 
amœnus, Mesarites passes on to the “spiritual circumstances the church takes 
advantage of ”, which constitute the “mightier and fundamental part” of its 
encomium.25 The section in question celebrates the “treasure of learning” 
the church has been endowed with. The first to be commended are the disci-
plines of language, found at the core of the educational curriculum from the 
propaedeutic years (προπαιδεία) up to the more advanced stages of study:26 
23 Mes., Descr., [3]-[6], 12-17 heisenberg; tr. Downey, iii-vi, 862b-865a. 
24 Mes., Descr., [4], 14.3-8 heisenberg; tr. Downey, iv.2, 863b. 
25 Mes., Descr., [7], 18.16-17 heisenberg; see tr. and commentary above.
26 Mes., Descr., [8], 19.1-20.9 heisenberg: Ἔνθεν μὲν οὖν ἠνεῳγμένα λόγων μωσεῖα ὡς 
πρὸς τὴν ἕω καὶ τὸν σύνεγγυς τούτῳ νεὼν τὸν ἐπ’ ὀνόματι πάντων τῶν ἀπ’ αἰῶνος 
ἁγίων πεπλουτηκότα τὴν ἵδρυσιν, ὃν ὁ ἐν βασιλεῦσι σοφώτατος, Λέων ὄνομα τῷ ἀνδρί, 
βα σιλικῶς ἅμα καὶ μεγαλοπρεπῶς καὶ παγκάλως ἀνῳκοδόμησεν. ἐν οἷς γραμματιστῶν 
ἀνα γωγαὶ καὶ βίβλοι ἠνεῳγμέναι τὴν τῆς γραμματικῆς ὑπανοιγνῦσαι προπαίδειαν, νέοι 
ἀρτι μαθεῖς σχεδάρια συνεχῶς ἀνελίττοντες καὶ ἄνω καὶ κάτω τὸν τῆς στοᾶς περίβολον 
βηματίζοντες, ἕτεροι τοὺς χάρτας ἀγκαλοφοροῦντες καὶ τὰ ἐν αὐτοῖς γεγραμμένα διὰ 
στόματος ἀπαγγέλλοντες τῷ πρότερον ἐντυπῶσαι ταῦτα ταῖς τῆς διανοίας πλαξὶ διὰ 
τῆς συνεχοῦς ἀναγνώσεως, ἄλλοι τῷ χρόνῳ καὶ τῇ μαθήσει τούτων προήκοντες δέλ-
τους φέροντες ἐν χεροῖν φθέγγονται προβλήματα ἀπ’ ἀρχῆς, τὰ μὲν ἐκ τῶν ἀνὰ χεῖρας 
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on this side, then, shrines of learned eloquence (λόγων μωσεῖα: cf. pl., Phaedr., 
267c) enrich its foundation [i.e. of the church], unfolded as if in the direction of 
the orient and of the temple nearby it, dedicated to all the eternal saints, that the 
wisest among the emperors, leo was his name, erected in a royal and magnificent 
manner, providing it with all beauties. in these, books and lessons of schoolmas-
ters (γραμματιστῶν) deploy, the introduction to grammar is disclosed; some fresh 
apprentices relentlessly unroll notes, strolling up and down the school cloisters, 
while others, carrying papers by the arm, recite orally what is written therein, 
after having imprinted it on the tablets of memory by way of assiduous read-
ing; others again, who advance them in years and level of learning, hold quires 
(δέλτους) in their hands and expound arguments from the ground, either choos-
ing them from what they have in hand or gathering them from other sources, 
in which case they puzzle the little fellow, putting him at a loss. The ones who 
have attained the higher and more qualifying stages, weave intricate fabrics of 
meanings and turn the sense of what is written into conundrums (ἐς τὸ γρίφον), 
having on the tip of their tongue one thing, while hiding in the mind something 
else. you will also see others who devote themselves to syllables, attending for 
the whole life to the contraction and elision of words, polishing any phrasicles: 
these ones hammer into boys like bass drums, rising up with the authority of 
some highness, full of self-importance.27 
by a skilful use of variety (ποικιλία), the author sketches out a colorful picture 
of the capital’s school life, affording us a glimpse into its culture of learning:28 
ἐρα νιζόμενοι, τά δ’ ἐξ ἑτέρων ἀναλεγόμενοι, τὸν νέηλυν τηνικαῦτα κλονοῦντες καὶ εἰς 
ἀπορίαν ἐμβάλλοντες. ἕτεροι οἱ καὶ πρὸς τὰ μείζω καὶ τελεώτερα πεφθακότες πλοκὰς 
συνείρουσι νοημάτων καὶ τὸν τῶν γεγραμμένων νοῦν ἐς τὸ γρίφον μετασκευάζουσιν, 
ἄλ λα μὲν λαλοῦντες γλώσσῃσιν, ἄλλα δὲ κεύθοντες ἐν φρεσίν. ὄψει δ’ ἂν καὶ ἑτέρους 
συλ λαβαῖς τε προσκαθημένους καὶ διὰ βίου παντὸς συγκοπὰς ὀνομάτων ἐμμελετῶντας 
καὶ ἀποθλίψεις καὶ ῥημάτια ἄττα ἀποσμιλεύοντας, οἳ καὶ μειράκια τυμπανίζουσι κἀπὶ 
ταύτῃ τῇ ἐξουσίᾳ ὡς ὑψηλούς τινας ἐξαίρουσιν ἑαυτοὺς φρονηματισμοῦ ἐμπιπλάμενοι.
27 The last passage is quoted verbatim from Them., or. XXi, 251b ed. harduin. 
28 Mesarites offers an account of the cursus educativus in comnenian byzantium in the 
funeral oration composed for his brother John: ed. a. heisenberg, Neue Quellen zur 
Geschichte des lateinischen kaisertums und der kirchenunion (Sitzungsberichte der 
Bayerischen Akademie der Wissenschaften, Philos.-phil. und hist. Klasse 1922, 5. abh.), 
i. Der epitaphios des Nikolaos Mesarites auf seinen bruder Johannes. München 1923 
[= id., Quellen und studien zur spätbyzantinischen Geschichte (Variorum reprints, 22). 
london 1973, ii/1]. This aspect of the oration is throughly analysed by b. flusin, un 
lettré byzantin au Xiie siècle : Jean Mésaritès, in b. Mondrain (ed.), lire et écrire à byz-
ance (Centre de recherche d’Histoire et de Civilisation de Byzance. Monographies, 19). paris 
2006, 67-83. on education in byzantium, along with the classical study of p. lemerle, le 
premier humanisme byzantin: notes et remarques sur enseignement et culture à byzance 
des origines au 10e siècle. paris 1971 (focused on early to middle-byzantine times) see 
a. Markopoulos, De la structure de l’école byzantine. le maître, les livres et le proces-
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starting with grammar, he leads us next into specific practices – memoriza-
tion, declamation and argumentation – which represent traditional aspects of 
rhetorical training,29 and ends up with some complex compositional exercise, 
reserved to more advanced students, essentially perceived as a conundrum.30 
The final remarks of the passage are consecrated once more to grammar, and 
in particular to syllables and words, the artful disposition of which lays the 
foundation for the euphony of the discourse – a central concern in techni-
cal treatises since classical antiquity.31 This reference is not accidental, as 
sus éducatif, ibid., 85-96; id., teachers and textbooks in byzantium, Ninth to eleventh 
centuries, in: s. steckel – N. Gaul – M. Grünbart (eds.), Networks of learning. per-
spectives on scholars in byzantine east and latin west, c. 1000-1200 (Byzantinistische 
Studien und Texte, 6). Münster–berlin 2014, 3-16, both with bibliography on the subject. 
aspects of comnenian culture of learning, in comparative perspective with the west, are 
analyzed by N. Gaul, raising elites and institutionalization – Ēthos/Mores – ‘Debts’ and 
Drafts: Three concluding steps towards comparing Networks of learning in byzantium 
and the “latin” west, c.1000–1200, ibid., 235-280.
29 The comnenian age has been referred to as ‘ætas rhetorica’: cf. e.g. a. Garzya, literarische 
und rhetorische polemiken der komnenenzeit. BSl 34 (1973) 1-14 [= id., storia e 
interpretazione di testi bizantini. saggi e ricerche (Variorum Reprints, cs 28). london 
1974, no. vii]: 11-13. specifical insights into the rhetorical culture of the 12th century are 
offered by M. loukaki, Τυμβωρῦχοι καὶ σκυλευτὲς νεκρῶν: Οι απόψεις του Νικολάου 
Καταφλώρον για τη ρητορική και τους ρήτορες στην Κωνσταντινούπολη του 12ου αιώνα. 
Symmeikta 14 (2001) 143-166.
30 according to rhetorical theory, incoherence or anacoluthon (ἀνακολουθία) is one way 
to attain effects of pleasantness (χάρις) in the discourse. Τhe ἀνακολουθία or logical 
incoherence of thought within the premise and what follows is called γρῖφος: cf. [Dem.], 
De eloc., [153].3. More generally, the taste for enigmatic modes of communication 
(αἴνιγμα, γρῖφος) is deeply rooted in Greek culture, since antiquity. Notable forms of 
this phenomenon developed during the comnenian age, among which is the so called 
‘schedography’ (from σχέδος, ‘sketch’, embedding among others the idea of the ‘undefined’ 
and ‘unclear’), based on the composition of exercises dissimulating various grammatical 
problems and difficulties, to be solved by students. classical and late antique examples of 
enigmatic modes are analyzed e.g. in the collection of studies gathered by s. Monda (ed.), 
ainigma e griphos: gli antichi e l’oscurità della parola (... et alia. Studi di filosofia classica e 
tardoantica, 2). pisa 2012. on the subject of schedographia a still useful summary is offered 
by h. hunger, Die hochsprachliche profane literatur der byzantiner. München 1978, ii, 
23-29. see also r. browning, il codice Marciano Gr. Xi.31 e la schedografia bizantina, 
in: Miscellanea Marciana di studi bessarionei (Medioevo e Umanesimo, 24). padova 1976, 
21-34; G. schirò, la schedografia a bisanzio nei sec. Xi-Xii e la scuola dei ss. Xl Martiri. 
BollGrott n.s. 3 (1949) 11-29; i. vassis, Τῶν νέων φιλολόγων παλαίσματα. Ἡ συλλογὴ 
σχεδῶν τοῦ κώδικα vaticanus palatinus gr. 92. Hell 52 (2002) 37-68; p.a. agapitos, 
Grammar, Genre and patronage in the twelfth century: redefining a scientific paradigm 
in the history of byzantine literature. JÖB 64 (2014) 1-22; id., New genres in the twelfth 
century: the schedourgia of Theodore prodromos. Medioevo greco 15 (2015) 1-41.
31 e.g. Dionysios of halicarnassos (fl. end 1st c. bc), who in his treaty Περὶ συνθέσεως 
ὀνομάτων, is primarily concerned with euphonious and rhythmical effects inherent in 
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it prepares the transition to the following paragraph dedicated to music, to 
which the disciplines of language are closely connected for their attention 
to the phonic and aural aspects of verbal composition.32 This component of 
the educational curriculum, along with arithmetic, is oriented by the author 
towards the opposite cardinal direction, namely the west:33
There, toward the west, you may see hymn-singers with little children, almost 
infants, who lisp and have only lately been taken from the breast, who open their 
mouths and utter wisdom […]. Going on a little, you will find lads and young 
men who have just put away their boyhood, sounding forth sweet melody and 
harmonious song from their throats, their mouths, their tongues, their lips and 
their teeth. These beat the time with their hands in order to keep the voices and 
the melody in time and train the beginners, so that they may not slip away from 
the melodic line or drop out of the rhythm or fall away from the other voices 
or sing out of tune. Going on not much further you will see those who are busy 
with the art of reckoning. how do they close their fingers so continuously and 
as constantly open them, quickly curling them next to each other and even more 
quickly sending them off again, and learning, so to speak, the art of dancing with 
their hands […].
The vivid description of the two liberal arts found at the core of the classical 
and byzantine mathematical τετρακτὺς or quadrivium34 completes the praise 
syllables and words: cr. ed. l. radermacher – h. usener, Dionysii halicarnasei quae 
exstant. leipzig 1929, vi, 3-143. for an introduction to the text see e.g. b. Gentili, 
il De compositione verborum di Dionigi di alicarnasso: parola, metro e ritmo nella 
comunicazione letteraria. Quaderni Urbinati di Cultura Classica n.s. 36.3 (1990) 7-21.
32 The connection between the art of language and music is drawn by the same Mesarites: 
Descr., [7], 17.9-18.2 heisenberg: τί δὲ τὸ ἐνοικουροῦν ἐν τούτῳ χρῆμα τῶν λόγων, τὸ 
συγγενὲς ἑαυτῷ – μυελὸν ἄν τις εἴποι τοῦτο νοὸς εἴτ’ οὖν τροφὴν – ὅσον τὲ περὶ τὴν ἱερὰν 
ψαλτῳδίαν καὶ ὅσον περὶ ἀριθμῶν ἐκτάσεις καὶ προκοπὴν τὴν ἐπ’ ἄπειρον, ὑφαιρέσεις τὲ 
καὶ κατατομὰς καὶ ὅσον περὶ τὸ ἡμέτερον τοῦτο ἐπάγγελμα, ἀγέραστον ἀπρόσφθεγκτόν 
τε καταλίπῃ καὶ ἀκατάγγελτον; (what now of the treasure of words which is found in 
it [i.e. in the speech], and is inherent to it – the very own marrow, one might say, and 
therefore nourishment, of its meaning – so much to what pertains its mystical musical 
accompaniment, the metrical extesions of it and its progression to infinity, the ellipses 
and elisions, as to what concerns this profession of ours [i.e. oratory], shall all this be left 
unhonored, unmentioned and unsung?). on ἔκτασις see h. lausberg, handbuch der 
literarischen rhetorik. eine Grundlegung der literaturwissenschaft. München 1960, § 
485. on ἀριθμός (lat. numerus), essential aspect of the felicissimus sermo (Quint., Inst., 
iX, [4].27-32), see ibid., § 977-980. on the significance of προκοπὴ see phot., Lex., ε 1536 
ed. c. theodoridis, photii patriarchae lexicon, ii (Ε–Μ). berolini 1998.
33 Mes., Descr., [9]-[10], 20.10-21.15 heisenberg; tr. Downey, iX, 866a-b.
34 so e.g. the grammatikos ioannes tzetzes († 1180/5) spells out the main components of 
the ἐγκύκλιος παιδεία, among which the four mathematical disciplines – arithmetic, 
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of the ‘edifice of culture’ appended to the church, which attracts, as the author 
specifies, pupils both from abroad and from the city’s surroundings.35 Most 
scholars have interpreted these paragraphs as hinting at an otherwise unre-
corded academy located in the vicinity of the holy apostles.36 although it was 
quite common in constantinople to have schools appended to churches,37 it 
might be that the passage conjures something more than an actual scholastic 
institution. indeed, student’s life appears as if hanging in the timeless idyllic 
atmosphere of a haven favorable to broad learning, where fatherly solicitude 
and adequate severity towards the youngest, loyalty and collegial solidarity 
are present alongside the amor sciendi, an image that redirects us to the idea 
of the locus amœnus evoked by the church’s urban setting at the beginning 
of the Description. fashioned into an ideal ‘citadel of learning’, this ‘school’ 
metaphorically expresses the value of intellectual cultivation through the 
pursuit of that “treasury of learning” or ensemble of profane disciplines (ἡ 
θύραθεν παιδεία), which byzantium seamlessly inherited from the Greco-
roman antiquity and put in dialogue with the christian wisdom,38 as figura-
tively expressed in these lines:39 
geometry, music and astronomy: Chil., Xi, 377 [Περὶ τῆς ἐγκυκλίου παιδείας], 519-523: 
Ὁ κύκλος τὸ συμπέρασμα πάντων τῶν μαθημάτων, | γραμματικῆς, ῥητορικῆς, αὐτῆς 
φιλοσοφίας, | καὶ τῶν τεσσάρων δὲ τεχνῶν τῶν ὑπ’ αὐτὴν κειμένων, | τῆς ἀριθμούσης, 
μουσικῆς καὶ τῆς γεωμετρίας, | καὶ τῆς οὐρανοβάμονος αὐτῆς ἀστρονομίας. among the 
four mathematical disciplines, astronomy enjoys a problematic status: see p. Magdalino, 
l’orthodoxie des astrologues: la science entre le dogme et la divination à byzance (viie-
Xive siècle) (Réalités byzantines, 6). paris 2006.
35 Mes., Descr., [11], 21.16-22.11 heisenberg; tr. Downey, Xi, 866b-867a.
36 see e.g. p. Magdalino, The empire of Manuel i komnenos, 1143-1180. cambridge 1993, 
328; flusin (cited n. 28), 78; Markopoulos (cited n. 28), 11, who nonetheless recognizes 
the ‘idyllic’ nature of the school described.
37 e.g. the school at the Orphanotropheion, a charitable complex restored and extended by 
emperor alexios i comnenos; it bore renown as the best grammar school in 12th-century 
constantinople: r. Janin, la géographie ecclésiastique de l’empire byzantin, i. le siège de 
constantinople et le patriarcat oecuménique, iii. les églises et les monastères. paris 1969, 
567-568; s. Mergiali-falangas, l’école saint-paul de l’orphélinat à constantinople: 
bref aperçu sur son statut et son histoire. RÉB 49 (1991) 237-246.
38 on the relationship of byzantine intellectual culture with the classical inheritance see N. 
wilson, scholars of byzantium. london 1983, 1-27. The issues connected to what stance 
early christians took towards the spiritual heritage of the Greco-roman world has been 
extensively researched. on the development of ‘christian’ rhetoric in particular, see e.g.: 
G. kennedy, Greek rhetoric under christian emperors. princeton 1983; av. cameron, 
christianity and the rhetoric of empire: The Development of christian Discourse. 
berkeley 1991.
39 Mes., Descr., [11], 22.8-11 heisenberg: καὶ πλήθουσι μὲν τῶν παίδων οἱ σκίμποδες, πλή-
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and the students fill up the benches, fill up the stands, and there is a lot of chat-
tering of students in the surroundings of the church, as it were coming from 
learned birds, and the church within sounds responsively to them, yet not with 
a kind of mountain or unmusical echo, but with a harmonic and pleasant one, 
such as if someone were listening to angels singing from above. 
one wonders whether even the cardinal placement of the disciplines may 
reflect an allusive geography structured according to the tripartite represen-
tation of the earth’s continents, with asia located in the east and europe and 
africa occupying the occidental half of the inhabited world.40 in this case, 
the arts of eloquence located in the ‘east’ would evoke the illustrious antio-
chene models implicit in Mesarites’ prose (libanios), while the mathematical 
τετρακτὺς placed in the ‘west’ would perhaps be reminiscent of alexandria’s 
repute in most scientific branches of knowledge.41 whether this is the case or 
not, this section provides the author’s meditation on the value of the ἐγκύκλιος 
παιδεία for the appreciation of the ἐπαινούμενος – the church. This section 
will turn out to be particularly significant in the economy of the Description, 
as in its closing paragraphs a reference to the liberal arts will appear once 
more, though embedded there in a fully disenchanted historical perspective. 
but i will return to this in due course. 
with a passage containing Neoplatonic echoes regarding sense-perception 
and knowledge, Mesarites proceeds on to the praise of the church’s σῶμα, in 
order to hit its innermost authentic substance:42
θουσι δ’ ἀναβάθραι, καὶ περιλαλεῖται μὲν τὰ κύκλωθεν τοῦ νεῶ ὡς ὑπό τινων μουσικῶν 
ὀρνίθων τῶν παίδων, ἀντηχεῖ δὲ τούτοις ἔνδοθεν ὁ νεὼς οὐκ ἠχώ τινα ὄρειον οὐδὲ ἄπη-
χον, ἀλλ’ ἐμμελῆ τινα καὶ ἡδίστην καὶ οἵαν ἄν τις ἀγγέλων ἀνυμνούντων ἐπακροάσαιτο.
40 a general overview of geographical knowledge in byzantium, essentially based on 
strabo’s Geography, Dionysius periegetes and ptolemy, is to be found in o.a.w. 
Dilke, cartography in the byzantine empire, in: J.b. harley – D. woodward (eds.), 
cartography in prehistoric, ancient and Medieval europe and the Mediterranean (The 
History of Cartography, 1). chicago – london 1987, 258-275.
41 on libanios and his contribution to the cultural flourishing of antioch see: l. petit, 
libanius et la vie municipale à antioch au ive s. paris 1955; on him as heir of the Greek 
rhetorical tradition see b. schouler, la tradition hellénique chez libanios. lille – paris 
2004. scientific flourishing of alexandria cf. G. argoud (ed.), science et vie intellectuelle 
à alexandrie (ier–iiie siècle après J.-c.) (Centre Jean Palerne. Mémoires, 14). saint-Étienne 
1994.
42 Mes., Descr., [12], 22.12-23.1 heisenberg: Ἤδη δὲ καιρὸς ἡμᾶς προχωρῆσαι τῷ λόγῳ κἀπὶ 
τὰ ἔνδοθεν τοῦ ναοῦ καὶ κατοπτεῦσαι μὲν ταῦτα τοῖς αἰσθητοῖς ὀφθαλμοῖς, κατανοῆ σαι 
δὲ καὶ τοῖς νοεροῖς. οἶδε γὰρ καὶ νοῦς προκόπτειν ἐκ τῶν κατ’ αἴσθησιν κἀκ τοῦ ἐλάττο-
νος ποδηγούμενος, καταλαμβάνειν τὰ τελεώτερα καὶ πρὸς τὰ ἄδυτα παρεισδύνειν, ἐφ’ 
ἅπερ τὸ ποδηγῆσαν αὐτὸν οὐδ’ ὁπωσοῦν παρακύψαι δεδύνηται.
it is already time for us to proceed with our speech to what is also within the 
church, and to observe it closely through the eyes of senses and to apprehend it 
with the ones of the spirit. for the intellect knows how to move forward from 
sense-perception and, led away from the lower sphere, how to grasp that which 
is more perfect and penetrate the holy of holies, where that which has led it there 
[i.e. sense-perception] has in no way whatever the strength to cast a glance at.43
This translates into a twenty-five paragraph section,44 preceded by a lofty 
invocation of the apostles in support of the endeavour, in which the author 
accommodates his visual rhetoric – ἔκφρασις and a sophistication of it, δι-
ατύπωσις45 – to praise the beauties, ‘virtues’ and ‘feats’ displayed within the 
church. whilst ruled by the encomiastic grid, the description unfolds along 
the canonical path leading from the outside of the building to the inside; then 
from the upper ‘celestial’ vaults of the naos, by way of concentric movements, 
downwards to the ‘terrestrial’ parts of the pavement, wall bases, colonnades; 
and ultimately, further inward to the most sacred part of the temple – the sanc-
tuary.46 all through this part the metapoetic, descriptive and hermeneutical 
43 cf. plotinus, who admonishes to go beyond mortal eye’s vision (Enn., i, 6, [8]; v, 5, [11]) 
and to “call instead upon another vision that is to be waked within (the man), a vision, the 
birth-right of all, which few turn to use” (i, 6, [8]) in order to contemplate the absolute 
principle. The process is lead “by the very crest of the wave of intellect surging beneath” 
that lifts up and allow the vision or knowledge of the Good (vi, 7, [36]). an introduction 
to plotinus’ theory of vision is found in p. hadot, plotin ou la simplicité du regard. paris 
31989.
44 Descr., [13]-[38], heisenberg; Downey, Xiii-XXXviii, 901b-914a. This part has been 
the most extensively exploited in art-historical studies: for a discussion of the bibliography 
on the matter see Daskas (cited n. 1), passim.
45 although the boundaries between ἔκφρασις and διατύπωσις remain somehow blurred, 
some rigorous rhetorical authorities distinguish διατύπωσις or ὑπογραφή as a more 
sophisticated ‘visualization’ procedure, the aim of which is to instill pathos through the 
amplification of the narrative development of the speech. This makes it a representational 
device of essentially ‘dramatic’ nature. This technique is specifically hinted at by the author 
himself (see infra). see aps. Rhet., 3, [23] ed. M. patillon, apsinès art rhétorique. 
paris 2001: ὁπόταν πάθος τι μέλλωμεν διεξιέναι ... ἁρμόσει ... προάγειν δι’ ὑπογραφῆς 
τὸν λόγον. ταῖς γὰρ ὑπογραφαῖς μάλιστα τὰ πάθη χαίρει ἐν τοῖς διηγήσεσι. μὴ πειρῶ 
μέντοι εἰς τὰ καθ’ ἕκαστα καθιέναι· εἰ δὲ μή γε, εἰς εὐτέλειαν ἐκπεσεῖται ὁ λόγος. The 
contribution of such discourse to the pathos of narration is also emphasized in aps. Rhet. 
3, [27]: χρήσιμοι δὲ καὶ ὑπογραφαί. ὑπογραφὰς δὲ λέγω τοιαῦτα οἰκίας κατεσκαμμένας, 
τείχη περιῃρημένα. ταῦτα γὰρ ὑπογραφὴ καλεῖται. 
46 cf. phot., Hom. X, 99-104 ed. b. laourdas, Φωτίου Ὁμιλίαι. Ἔκδοσις κειμένου, εἰσαγωγὴ 
καὶ σχόλια (Ἑλληνικά. Παράρτημα, 12). Thessaloniki 1959. on the ‘spatiality’ of ekphrasis 
and its conventions, see r. webb, The aesthetics of sacred space: Narrative, Metaphor, 
and Motion in “ekphraseis” of church buildings. DOP 53 (1999) 59-74. Τhe mausolea 
are treated as separate ‘annexes’ and hereby commended according to the logic of the 
encomium (see infra). 
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plan melt together, making the church a space for rhetorical self-indulgence, 
visual display and metaphorical reflection.47 This is patent already in the open-
ing lines of the section, whereat the author evokes its κάλλος:48
This church, o beholders, is the greatest in size and the most beautiful in beauty 
(κάλλει κάλλιστος),49 as you may see, and adorned with all artistry and embel-
lishment; it’s an ineffable beauty (κάλλος ἀμήχανον),50 an inconceivable work 
(ἀκατανόητον ἔργον), a skillful creation of human hands beyond human thought, 
visible to the eyes but incomprehensible to the mind (ἀκατάληπτος τῷ νοΐ).51 it 
does not delight the perception more than it astounds the mind.
by way of a transfer of attributes that pertain to divinity, the church receives its 
imprint as an edifice that fully participates in God’s nature. Through distanc-
ing the church from the mere material sphere and extending its horizon to the 
metaphysical plan, the author elevates his rhetorical description to pursue an 
exegetical intent as important as delighting the audience’s sight: his ekphrastic 
celebration of the church’s κάλλος will lead the beholder in a gradual contem-
plation of the divine, up to its “spiritual apprehension”. whether or not his 
account of the holy apostles is art-historically accurate, it clearly belongs in 
a tradition where images – visual and verbal – are essential means of God’s 
knowledge, as asserted by the second Nicene council.52 viewed from this 
perspective, Mesarites’ ekphrastic discourse is not only invested, through its 
47 on the text as a moment of self-indulgence and auto-celebration on the part of the author 
cf. Daskas (cited n. 1), 166-169.
48 Descr., [13], 26.15-27.2 heisenberg: Ὁ νεὼς οὗτος, ὦ θεώμενοι, μεγέθει μὲν μέγιστός 
ἐστι καὶ κάλλει κάλλιστος, ὡς ὁρᾶτε, καὶ πολλῷ τῷ εὐτέχνῳ τὲ καὶ ποικίλῳ κοσμούμε-
νος, κάλλος ἀμήχανον, ἀκατανόητον ἔργον, χειρῶν ἀνθρωπίνων ὑπὲρ ἀνθρώπινον νοῦν 
καλλιτέχνημα, ὀφθαλμοῖς ὁρατός, ἀκατάληπτος τῷ νοΐ. οὐ μᾶλλον τέρπει τὴν αἴσθησιν 
ἢ καταπλήττει τὸν νοῦν. 
49 cf. e.g. Greg. Nys., In Cant., 15.17 and passim ed. h. langerbeck, Gregorii Nysseni 
opera, vi. leiden 1960. for an orientation into Gregory of Nyssa’s theory of beauty see: 
i. ramelli, Good / beauty, in: l.f. Mateo-seco – G. Maspero, The brill dictionary of 
Gregory of Nyssa. leiden 2010, 356-363: 358-362; a. capboscq, schönheit Gottes und 
des Menschen. Theologische untersuchung des werkes In Canticum Canticorum von 
Gregor von Nyssa aus der perspektive des schönen und des Guten (Regensburger Studien 
zur Theologie, 55). frankfurt am Main 2000.
50 cf. plot., Enn., i, 6, [8].2; Greg. Nyss., De virginitate, X, [2], 374.5-6 SC 119 ed. M. au-
bineau.
51 cf. io. Damasc., Exp. fid., 48, 8 ed. kotter: Θεός ἐστιν ἀκατάληπτος οὐσία.
52 cf. asterius of amaseas’ Ekphrasis on the Holy Martyr Euphemia, which was read into 
the official record of the seventh ecumenical council of Nicea (787), during the sixth 
session, in the midst of a debate over the use of images (Mansi Xiii, 16-17, 308-309); 
crit. ed. c. Datema, asterius of amasea, homilies i-Xiv: text, introduction and notes. 
leiden 1970, Xi, 149-155.
Nikolaos Mesarites, Description of the holy church of the holy apostles 93
icastic capacity (ἐνάργεια), with representational vividness, but also comes 
to mediate or enlighten the truth associated with this church.53 in particular, 
the author uses the occasion of praise to provide a reflection on the church’s 
soteriological role, by hinting at a biblical prototype, Jerusalem’s probatic pool 
(Jn. 5, 1-17), that offers a clear interpretive key:54 
This church, then, as we see it, is raised on five stoas, not, however, in the man-
ner of that pool of solomon at the sheep-Gate, because no crowd of the sick lies 
in it, waiting for the angel to trouble the waters, but instead a crowd of those 
who are strong in christ and valiant to do mighty deeds through the power of 
the spirit, who wait indeed for the last trumpet call from the angel, through 
which they who dwell in this shrine of five stoas will rise up from their tombs 
as though from couches.
The subsequent ‘architectural’ notes explore this idea, by drawing upon images 
– e.g. the cross, the corner stone (λίθος ἀκρογωνιαῖος: Eph. 2, 20), the sun of 
Justice (τὸν τῆς δικαιοσύνης ἥλιον: Apoc. 10, 1)55 – of unequivocal semantic 
breadth. yet, the anagogical power of the visual discourse finds full expres-
sion in the section evoking the figurative microcosm adorning the higher 
walls of the church: as the author paints his overflowing frieze of words, the 
“teachings of the crucified christ, our God, and his disciples”,56 their ‘feats’ 
and ‘virtues’ are brought before the eyes of the audience for its spiritual eleva-
tion. The author’s inclination to pathetic amplification in this part of the text 
finds explanation in the use of a kind of sophisticated ekphrastic technique, 
namely διατύπωσις or ὑπογραφή,57 which may well be considered the rhe-
torical counterpart to ‘emotionalism’ in the visual arts of roughly the same 
epoch.58 Then, after an elaborate account of the lower ‘terrestrial’ parts of the 
church (pavement, wall bases, colonnades) the author concludes his jour-
ney into the church’s σῶμα by entering its sanctuary, “a kind of heart which 
holds the whole body of the church together.”59 Thus, through reviving the 
53 on enargeia and truth see s. papaioannou, byzantine enargeia and Theories of repre-
sentation. BSl 69/3 (2011) 48-60, esp. 51-52
54 Descr., [13], 27.4-9 heisenberg; Downey, Xiii.3, 869a.
55 Descr., [13], 27.9-20.15 heisenberg; Downey, Xiii.4-9, 869a-b.
56 Descr., [1], 10.1 heisenberg; Downey, i.4-9, 861a.
57 This technique is hinted at by the author himself: Descr., [12], 26.10-14 heisenberg (cf. 
‘ὑπεζωγραφημένος’). 
58 on this aspect of Mesarites’ Description see b. Daskas, verba picta. constantine the 
rhodian and Nicholas Mesarites on the church of the holy apostles (forthcoming in the 
proceedings of the symposium “The holy apostles” held at Dumbarton oaks on april 
24-26, 2015).
59 Descr., [38], 80.3-5 heisenberg; tr. Downey, 914a.
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metaphor used at the beginning of his speech, Mesarites brings to completion 
his system of συγκρίσεις – church/site of the heart, church/heart of the city-
body – by ultimately identifying the church with its ‘heart’, the θυσιαστήριον, 
which here metaphorically represents the unity of the christian people. at 
this point, the allegorical plan clearly takes over the literal, and the church 
of the holy apostles becomes the figure of the ‘apostolic church’ or church 
as institution.60 
having left the main edifice, the author proceeds towards the “orient” 
and the mausolea, in order to contemplate “what is found therein, thanks to 
history and God’s intercession (miracle)” (τὰ ἐν αὐτῷ θαύματος καὶ ἱστορί-
ας χάριν).61 The renowned description of the imperial graves develops into 
a gallery of illustrious men, who ruled ‘ἐν χριστιανοῖς’, in partibus Christia-
norum (orientalium):62 within the scheme of the encomium, this constitutes 
the occasion for the author to reflect upon the church’s τύχη, in other words 
upon the chance that has determined its peculiar path in history.63 with this 
section, Mesarites brings to completion the encomium of the ἐπαινούμενος. 
Nonetheless, the Description has still a long way to go, which leads us to the 
second and concluding part of this contribution, concerned with the context 
of its composition. 
II. a sudden change in the time frame of narration disrupts the spirit of 
tranquility that has flowed like an undercurrent beneath the speech up to this 
point. something of the like had already been foreshadowed a few paragraphs 
earlier, where the author peeked out from behind his text to notify his audi-
ence of a shift in the tone of the account:64 
as far as here the speech has been delighting us, by wandering through the walk, 
smooth and most delightful, of the miracles and wonders of our all-powerful 
savior; from this point onwards it will appear grievous to the audience and to 
whom is clothed in a black cloak, and it will proceed at a slow pace because of 
the mournful or, so to say, the funereal and epitaphic character of the narration. 
60 cf. the Nicene creed: ‘εἰς μίαν, ἁγίαν, καθολικὴν καὶ ἀποστολικὴν ἐκκλησίαν’. cf. also 
Mes., Descr., [41], 89.2 heisenberg: ‘πρὸς τὸν ἀποστολικὸν [... ] νεὼν’.
61 Descr., [39], 81.17-18 heisenberg.
62 Descr., [39]-[40], 81.17-87.7 heisenberg; tr. Downey, 891a-893b.
63 pernot (cited n. 6), i, 174-176.
64 Descr., [28], 59.4-8 heisenberg: Μέχρι μὲν οὖν ἐνταῦθα χαρίεις ἡμῖν ὁ λόγος ὡς διὰ τῆς 
τῶν θαυμάτων καὶ τερατουργιῶν τοῦ πάντα δεδυνημένου σωτῆρος ἡμῶν λείας ἅμα καὶ 
χαριε στάτης ὁδεύων ὁδοῦ, τὸ δ’ ἀποτοῦδε περίλυπός τε τοῖς ἀκροωμένοις φανεῖται καὶ 
μέ λανα οἷον ἐνδεδυμένος ἱμάτια, καὶ σχολαιοτέρῳ βαδιεῖται ποδὶ διὰ τὸ τοῦ διηγήματος 
ἀτερπὲς καὶ ὡς ἄν τις εἴποι ἐπιθανάτιόν τε καὶ ἐπιτάφιον.
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for the first time, the author calls upon his addressee, a man dressed in a 
black cloak, whom we will be able to identify, at the end of the speech, with 
John kamateros, a learned and educated man from one of the most influen-
tial families of 12th-century byzantine society, who served as patriarch of 
constantinople around the years of the latin conquest of constantinople, 
after which he resigned and retired to Didymoteichon in Thrace.65 The same 
interlocutor reappears, adumbrated beneath the figure of the apostle paul,66 
right at the beginning of the section we are concerned with, when Mesarites 
urges his audience to follow him “before the temple” (πρὸς τὸ πρόναον) in 
the direction of a “pre-evening festival” (προέσπερον […] πανήγυριν), which 
is taking place in its environs:67
look at the great paul [i.e. the patriarch], who fond of dwelling in this church, 
year after year, like a kind of sun, illuminates in all directions whom approaches 
him. watch along with me this evening’s eve shining ceremony, how everybody, 
the christian people of the lord, of all races, all ages and dignities pass you by, 
holding lamps in procession, each placed according to its dignity and office, and 
(how they) run around the city, the great paul along, as though “from Jerusalem 
all the way to illyricum” (cf. Rom. 15, 19),68 playing along holy hymns and bring-
ing incense, and ending up, after a curved cycle, to this apostolic church again. 
focusing upon the church, he calls the audience’s sight onto a ‘grotesque’ 
performance that is taking place therein:69
65 he served as patriarch from august 1198 to april/May 1206, see ODB 2 (1991), 
1054b-1055a s.v. John X kamateros (a.M. talbot).
66 cf. also Mes., Descr., [43], 95.3-5 heisenberg: ἔχομεν γὰρ καὶ ἡμεῖς ἀρχιερέα, ὁποῖον μὲν 
καὶ Παῦλος ὑποτυποῖ, τοῖς αὐτοῦ θεοπνεύστοις λόγοις τὸν ἀληθινὸν ἀρχιερέα διαγραφό-
μενος (for we too have a chief-priest, such as paul adumbrates too, when he outlines, with 
his divinely inspired words, the true high-priest). 
67 Descr., [41], 87.9-89.2 heisenberg: ἴδε τὸν μέγαν Παῦλον ὥς τινα ἥλιον ἐξ ἔτους εἰς 
ἔτος ἐν τῷ παρόντι ναῷ ἐμφιλοχωροῦντα καὶ τοὺς αὐτῷ προσιόντας πάντα τρόπον 
κατα φωτίζοντα. ὅρα μοι τὴν προεόρτιον τελετὴν τὴν ἕσπερον ταύτην καὶ φωτεινήν, πῶς 
πάντες ὁ χριστώνυμος τοῦ κυρίου λαὸς ἐκ παντὸς γένους καὶ ἡλικίας πάσης καὶ ἀξιώ-
ματος προάγοντές σοι λαμπαδοῦχοι καὶ προπομποί, ὡς ἕκαστος ἔχει ἀξιώματός τε καὶ 
ἐπαγ γέλματος, καὶ κύκλῳ σὺν τῷ μεγάλῳ Παύλῳ τὴν βασιλεύουσαν ὡς ἀπὸ Ἱερουσαλὴμ 
μέχρι καὶ τοῦ Ἰλλυρικοῦ διατρέχοντες σὺν πνευματικαῖς ᾠδαῖς τε καὶ θυμιάμασι καὶ πρὸς 
τὸν ἀποστολικὸν τοῦτον πάλιν νεὼν κατὰ περιφέρειαν κυκλικὴν καταλήγοντες.
68 a quote seized on by the same io. camat., Ep., 1, 34.31-33 ed. a. papadakis – a.M. 
talbot, John X camaterus confronts innocent iii: an unpublished correspondence. 
BSl 33 (1972) 26-41. 
69 Μes., Descr., [41], p. 89.3-13 heisenberg: Μὴ οὖν κατόκνει περὶ τὴν θέαν, ἀλλ’ ἐγγὺς 
γενοῦ τῆς πορφυριζούσης ταύτης πλυνοῦ καὶ ὅρα, πῶς ἐν αὐτῇ ὕδωρ μόνον περιλιμνάζει 
καὶ ἄρτου μικρά τινα τρύφη κατὰ μέσον ταύτης διαπλωΐζονται, πῶς ταύτην ἄνδρες οὗτοι 
περι κυκλοῦσι χοιροβοσκοὶ καὶ βίον βιοῦντες ἀπαίδευτον καὶ τὴν ὢ κεκράγασι βαρεῖαν 
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Do not linger over this sight, but draw near this purplishing washtub (τῆς 
πορφυριζούσης ταύτης πλυνοῦ) and watch how just stagnant water is found 
therein (ἐν αὐτῇ ὕδωρ μόνον περιλιμνάζει) and some tiny little scraps of bread 
float within it, and how such men surround it, swineherds that live their lives in 
a manner uneducated (χοιροβοσκοὶ καὶ βίον βιοῦντες ἀπαίδευτον), and croak 
that rough “oh!”, frightening everyone at the sound, whenever the clay wine ves-
sels are lowered onto that washtub, rashly and not without thrift and uncertainty 
so that they get chipped, by those who are appointed for the purpose; and (see 
how) snatching eagerly the wine disgorged therefrom mixed up with water and 
the petty morsels of bread together, they greedily gobble this down. look how 
those who do not grasp the astounding and terrific nature of that “oh!” loose 
straight their drive, while the ones who are accustomed to such croak rush up 
to this habitual spectacle and gush forth with their laugh. 
The attention is drawn upon a “purplishing washtub” (πορφυρίζουσα πλυ-
νός)70 filled in “only” with stagnant water, within which tiny scraps of bread 
float around. The washtub is avidly craved by a hoard of “swineherds”, who 
surround it in order to grasp the mixture and gobble it down. The target of 
the author’s satire is the celebration of the christian liturgy, and in particu-
lar the moment of the eucharistic ‘elevation’, portrayed in defamatory and 
mocking manner (‘ἰαμβίζειν τε καὶ κατασκώπτειν’),71 by way of a congru-
ent combination of imagery and language that creates a contrast between 
the nobility of the official rite and the triviality of its current enactment. The 
unorthodox treatment of the sacred elements – wine, water and bread72 – 
καὶ πάντας ἐκθροοῦσαν φωνήν, ὅταν τὰ οἰνοφόρα ὀστράκινα σκεύη ἀπερισκέπτως καὶ 
φειδοῦς ἄτερ καὶ δισταγμοῦ παρά του τῶν εἰς τοῦτο τεταγμένων κατὰ τῆς πλυνοῦ κατα-
φέρωνταί τε καὶ καταθρύπτωνται, καὶ τὸν ἐξ αὐτῶν ἀπερευγόμενον οἶνον ἀνακραθέντα 
τῷ ὕδατι σὺν τοῖς βραχυβλώμοις ψωμοῖς ἀφαρπάζοντες καταλαιμαργοῦσι καὶ κατεσθίου-
σιν. ὅρα, πῶς οἱ μὲν μὴ εἰδότες τὸ τοῦ βαρέος ὢ τούτου ἐκπληκτικόν τε καὶ ἔκθαμβον 
ἐκπλήττονται παρευθύ, οἵ δ’ ἐθάδες ταυτησὶ τῆς κατακροάσεως ἐπὶ τὴν τοῦ συνήθους 
θέαν συντρέχουσι καὶ τῷ γέλωτι διακέχυνται.
70 cf. hom., Od. vi, 22. The term does not indicate a generic ‘wasserbecken’ or ‘water-
through’ (cf. heisenberg (cited n. 1), 89, and Downey (cited n. 1), 894e nt. 7) but a tub 
for washing. in its oxytone form, employed here, the word bears a negative connotation: 
io. philop., de voc. (rec. e), π 16 ed. l.w. Daly, iohannis philoponi de vocabulis quae 
diversum significatum exhibent secundum differentiam accentus. philadelphia 1983: 
πλύνος· ἡ λεκάνη, πλυνὸς δὲ ἐφύβριστος. on homerisms in the Descriptio see G.J.M. 
bartelink, homerismen in Nikolaos Mesarites’ beschreibung der apostelkirche in 
konstantinopel. BZ 70 (1977) 306-309.
71 Dion. hal., Hist., vii, 72, [11]. on the term ‘satyre’ and its significance in classical and 
late antique sources cf. c.a. van rooy, studies in classical satire and related literary 
theory. leiden 1966, 144-185 (latin satire, Greek satyr-drama and attic old comedy in 
literary theory and terminology).
72 Just. Mart., Apol., [65], 74.5 ed. e.J. Goodspeed, Die ältesten apologeten. Göttingen 
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poured in the chalice (‘the washtub’), i.e. the improper mixture of water and 
wine, is stigmatized, as apparently is the unseemly cut of the bread. The ig-
norance and incompetence of the officiants is also an occasion for invective 
and ridicule. That Mesarites’ indictment of these practices might be related 
to some contemporary issue we may glean from another source, a mid-to-
late 12th-century letter of an older contemporary of his, the grammatikos 
ioannes tzetzes († 1180/5) addressed to Thessalos, oikoumenikos didaskalos 
and ekprosopos of a non specified patriarch. in this letter, tzetzes warns his 
correspondent about the silly teachings of a certain deacon from the monas-
tery tou Papiou, found distributing subversive material in the church of the 
holy apostles with the connivance of part of its clergy. This “bread-maker 
swindler deacon”, who had apprehended the methods of preparing the holy 
bread from the workshop of his convent (τέχνην ἀρτοποιὸν ἐκ τῆς τοῦ Παπίου 
μονῆς ἐργαστηρίου ἐπωνυμίαν λαβόν), had some abominable idea about the 
“filtering, not watering-down” (σακελλίσαι, μὴ διϋλίσαι) of the wine.73 The 
reference would suggest that, whatever the efforts to sort it out, the problem 
was still unresolved when Mesarites’ speech was composed, or to borrow the 
text’s metaphorical frame, that it was laying “under the solar beam” of the 
then patriarch, John kamateros. 
The formal armamentarium of satire gets richer as the author proceeds, 
approaching, again, the liberal arts. at this point Mesarites urges, not without 
a hint of irony, his interlocutor, who is keen on leaving the assembly:74 
Do not object, saying that your ears have suffered from this hoarse shouting, or 
that it is toward evening and that the day is far spent. for you know well that i 
will never leave you or forsake you. indeed we would cause you the greatest loss, 
if we did not compel you to remain here, if at all possible, with us, so that you 
could see the part of the festival which takes place in the morning; for perhaps 
it would not be possible, for some serious reason, for you to come to the festival 
at dawn. in order that this may not happen to you – for i see you already strug-
gling with all your power, and your feet as well, to get on the way home – stay 
with me a little and lend me your ear, and listen to my words; for i will tell you 
everything rapidly on account of the rather late hour. 
1915: εὐχαριστήσαντος δὲ τοῦ προεστῶτος καὶ ἐπευφημήσαντος παντὸς τοῦ λαοῦ οἱ 
κα λούμενοι παρ’ ἡμῖν διάκονοι διδόασιν ἑκάστῳ τῶν παρόντων μεταλαβεῖν ἀπὸ τοῦ 
εὐχα ριστηθέντος ἄρτου καὶ οἴνου καὶ ὕδατος [...]. 
73 io. tzet., Ep., 106, 153-155 ed. p.a.M. leone, ioannis tzetzae epistulae. leipzig 1972. 
cf. also Chil., Xiii 487 [Περὶ τοῦ σὺ δὲ δεξιὸς κοσκίνῳ καθαίρειν σῖτον συρφετώδη τῆς 
ἐκκλησίας καὶ περὶ τοῦ σακελλίσαι μὴ διϋλίσαι]. 
74 Descr., [41], 89.14-90.5 heisenberg; tr. Downey, Xli.5-7, 894a-b. i intend to dedicate 
a specific study to this part of Mesarites’ Description.
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The patriarch is forced to lend his ear to what is going on in the “front courts” 
(προαύλια) of the church, where a crowd of people of all ages is intent on de-
bating grammatical issues and rhetorical themes, on refuting problems with 
the use of dialectics, on figuring out aspects related to numbers, geometrical 
forms and musical theory.75 along with these men, there are some doctors 
(ἰατρῶν παῖδες) that eloquently enough “gather around that washtub”:76 
[…] not to observe it as though it were diseased or battered by the rubbing of 
the earthenware vessels on it, so that they might bind it up or put an emollient 
plaster on it – certainly not! for that is not the way to cure the nature of a stone, 
even if it were ailing in some way –but so that they may, gathered around it at 
their leisure, chatter as though they were reasoning sparrows, of the combinations 
of temperaments, […] and whether one should apply the term ‘rigor (mortis)’ 
to the stage reached on the third or the fourth day, […] and posing questions to 
one another concerning the remainder of such subjects, such as the heart and 
the brain, the liver, the spleen and the lungs, which of these is the origin of all 
formation of the human body, which part comes into existence following the 
first part, […] whether the male element, coming into contact with the female 
element, remains unaltered until the formation of the whole, or whether, after 
giving over the original power which it carries in itself for the formation of the 
living body it loses this formative power, and is like a bit of leaven which is mixed 
with the dough of wheat-flour […].
it seems to me that the picture of “doctors” not at all concerned with the ‘actual 
diseases’ of the “washtub” – figuratively, the sacred chalice – but rather with a 
deliberate and studied exaggeration of questions of medical science, which the 
author pieces out of his own acquaintance with the subject, delivers, as in the 
previous passage, a parodic allusion of the current state of the church. histori-
cal sources report, during the patriarchate of John kamateros, a remarkable 
intellectual fervor “around” the sacred mystery of the eucharist. in particular, 
a heretical doctrine started being divulged during the years of his predecessor, 
George Xiphilinus (1191-1198). according to Niketas choniates77 a certain 
“false monk” sikidites had elaborated a controversial theory, according to 
which the body of christ taken with the eucharist was not incorruptible as it 
had been after the resurrection, but that it was corruptible, as it was before 
the passion.78 instead of silencing the monk for good, John kamateros made 
75 Descr., [42], 90.6-94.4 heisenberg; tr. Downey, Xlii, 894b-896a.
76 Descr., [42], 91.1-92.12 heisenberg; tr. Downey, Xlii.2-5, 894a-b (slightly modified).
77 The episode is found at Hist., Xvi, [5], 514.6-517.11 ed. van Dieten CFHB, berolini 
1975. 
78 some scholars have identified him with Michael Glykas, imperial secretary under Manuel 
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use of the art of dialectics to force the interlocutor’s consent to undisputable 
arguments of faith, with the result that the theory became a matter of dis-
cussion even among the common people. Mesarites himself would seem to 
allude to this circumstance, when, towards the end of his speech, he lingers 
upon the chattering ‘about the washtub’:79 
so there is a loud twittering of voices about this fore-court and this washtub, 
as though of all manner of sparrows […] as now one thing, now another, is put 
forward for examination by the learners or by the teachers, and some of them 
strive to support their own views, while others maintain that the truth is not of 
such fashion, so that there are times when they fall into difficulty in the solution 
of the problem, and use harsh words to one another, and allusions to ignorance 
and lack of philosophical and physical learning stream from their mouths and 
they blow and belch them at one another. with such quarrels, for lack of a judge, 
they bring their gathering to a close; though tomorrow – note well – things will 
not come to pass in the same fashion. but if some disagreement arises between 
them, they will end their gathering in friendly fashion, agreeing, as i have heard 
some of them say to each other, to turn over to the great and foremost archbishop, 
after the completion of the bloodless sacrifice, as to the most learned and impar-
tial judge, the solution and elucidation of the matters in disagreement. for we 
too have a chief-priest, such as paul adumbrates too, when he outlines, with his 
divinely inspired words, the true high-priest. 
one wonders if the cursory comment “though tomorrow – note well – things 
will not come to pass in the same fashion”, with regards to the quarrels previ-
ously described, may contain an allusion to the final settlement of the contro-
versy at a synod gathered in the year 1199/1200 in constantinople,80 in which 
i comnenos (r. 1143-1180), sentenced to prison and blinded for unclear reasons in 1159 
and released not long afterwards, then taking the monk’s habit. according to a biblio-
graphical note in cod. Marc. gr. 402 he lived until the fall of constantinople to the cru-
saders in 1204. he is author, among other things, of a gathering of theological chapters 
on the sacred scripture (ed. s. eustratiadis, Mιχαὴλ τοῦ Γλυκᾶ Εἰς τὰς ἀπορίας τῆς 
Θείας Γραφῆς Κεφάλαια, i [athens 1906], ii [alexandria 1912]): on Glykas and his work 
see most recently e.-s. kiapidou, chapters, epistolary essays and epistles. The case of 
Michael Glykas’ collection of ninety-five texts in the 12th century. Parekbolai 3 (2013) 
45-64. one of the chapters is in line with the theory of the corruptibility of the eucharis-
tic body of christ maintained, according to choniates, by sikidites: liX [Ἔτι καὶ τοῦτο 
ἠπό ρηται εἴτε φθαρτή ἐστιν ἡ ἁγία τοῦ Χριστοῦ μετάληψις εἴτε καὶ ἄφθαρτος], 133-135 
ed. eustratiadis 1912. on the identification with the monk sikidites see o. kresten, 
Zum sturz des Theodoros styppeiotes. JÖB 27 (1978) 49-103: 90 ff.; Magdalino (cited 
n. 36), 380.
79 Descr., [43], 94.5-95.5 heisenberg; tr. Downey, Xliii.1-4, 896a (slightly modified).
80 v. Grumel, les regestes des actes du patriarcat de constantinople, i. les actes des 
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case we would have a more precise chronological framework for dating the 
text.81 The Description concludes with praise of the patriarch, of his superior 
wisdom, his erudition, “his divine zeal for praiseworthy things”: it is legitimate 
to ask whether, within the satirical context of the speech’s concluding section, 
this encomium may also betray some sort of irony on the part of the author. 
in light of all of the above, considering the plea to the patriarch to ‘lend 
his ear’ to what is happening, it would probably not be incorrect to redefine 
the genre of the speech as a κοινὸς τόπος (common-place) instead of referring 
to it as a bare testimony of virtue (encomium). The model of the common-
place would enable us to read a specific claim or ‘outcome to pursue’ between 
the lines of the text:82 perhaps, the unity of the christian people at the ‘heart’ 
of the church – i.e. the sanctuary, where the eucharistic rite takes place – as 
metaphorically suggested some paragraphs earlier and prompted by the cir-
cumstances described above.
in conclusion, under the metaphorical veil of a praise dedicated to the time-
honored shrine of the holy apostles, Nikolaos Mesarites seems to disguise 
a reflection on the idyllic past as much as on the turbulent state of the con-
stantinopolitan church on the eve of the fourth crusade. as we have seen, 
important aspects of this work can be overlooked if due heed is not paid to 
its carefully crafted rhetorical form, among which is its genre, which provides 
the clue to understanding the whole of its complex verbal ‘architecture’.83 
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patriarches, iii. les regestes de 1043 à 1206. paris 1947, no. 1195, 19-20.
81 John kamateros’ patriarchate (august 1198 to april/May 1206) combined with the kinship 
of his niece, the empress euphrosyne wife of alexius iii angelus (1195-1203), who is 
also mentioned by Mesarites, provide the loose chronological boundaries for dating the 
text (1198-1203). 
82 ps. herm., Prog., vii, [4], 194.6-195.7 ed. M. patillon, corpus rhetoricum, tom. i. 
anonyme: préambule à la rhétorique, aphthonios: progymnasmata, pseudo-hermogène: 
progymnasmata (Collection des universités de France. Série grecque, 460). paris 2008.
83 Mesarites plays off the concept of discourse as a building: see Descr., [12], 23.7-9 
heisenberg (εἰ γὰρ μὴ κύριος δι’ ὑμῶν οἰκοδομήσει μοι οἶκον τοῦτον, ὃν ταῖς ἐκ λόγου 
ὕλαις καὶ τοῖς ἐκ νοὸς τεχνουργήμασιν οἰκοδομῆσαι προὐθέμην...; tr. Downey, Xii.4, 
867a-b). This metaphor has a high breed: see e.g. pind., Olymp. vi, 1 (Χρυσέας ὑποστά-
σαντες εὐ- | τειχεῖ προθύρῳ θαλάμου | κίονας ὡς ὅτε θαητὸν μέγαρον | πάξομεν· ἀρχο-
μένου δ’ ἔργου πρόσωπον | χρὴ θέμεν τηλαυγές. [...]). for another illustrious byzantine 
example, cf. paul the silentiary’s ekphrasis on the church of hagia sophia, on which see: 
r. Macrides – p. Magdalino, The architecture of ekphrasis: construction and context 
of paul the silentiary’s Ekphrasis of hagia sophia. BMGS 12 (1988) 47-82. 
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abstract
This study offers a reappraisal of Nikolaos Mesarites’ Description of the church 
of the Holy Apostles at Constantinople, by providing new insights into its genre 
and the context of its composition. by concentrating on the text’s encomiastic 
features, the first part of the study retraces its carefully carved rhetorical con-
struction. The second part analyses the so far neglected concluding section 
of the Description, in which the author, by hinting at the current historical 
juncture – the very years preceding the fourth crusade – would seem to dis-
close a specific purpose for its composition. finally, an hypothesis for dating 
the Description is also suggested, with the intention of defining it further in 
a forthcoming dedicated article. 
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